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Abstract

In civic education and political science classes, simulation games are increasingly
recognised as a teaching tool to promote active learning, expecting them to enhance
participants’ motivations and to convey transferable knowledge and skills. Further-
more, they have been described as a promising teaching approach with regard to
the complex multi-level system of the European Union (EU). Empirical studies have
underlined positive effects of simulation games; however, they usually either use
purely qualitative or very small-N quantitative approaches. More systematic studies
conducted recently didn’t focus on causes of the measured effects and have lacked
depth due to a closed items design. The study presented here uses a mixed-method
approach, analysing the effects of simulations of European Parliamentarian decision-
making conducted with secondary school classes in Germany on students’ political
knowledge, motivations and attitudes. In addition to a standardised questionnaire
with pre- and post-tests (N=308), qualitative interviews were conducted (n=12).
The paper focuses on the relation between participants’ conceptual changes and
changes in perceived responsiveness of the EU. The results highlight relevant learn-
ing effects students experience in EU simulation games that are not yet captured
appropriately by questionnaire studies and can stimulate the development of meas-
urement tools for assessing process-oriented learning outcomes more adequately.
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Introduction

Simulation games are an established teaching tool in civic education and politi-
cal science classes. Scholars have described several positive expectations, such
as enhancing participants’ political interest and conveying transferable knowl-
edge and skills. Furthermore, they have been described as a promising teaching
approach to convey deeper insights into the political process and thus to help
students ‘to understand parliaments from the inside’ (Schone). Empirical stud-
ies have underlined positive effects of simulation games on learners’ political
dispositions. However, many studies either use purely qualitative approaches or
very small-N quantitative approaches. Recently, systematic intervention studies
have provided further insights into the effects of political simulation games. But
these studies didn’t focus on causes of the measured effects and have lacked depth
regarding the learning effects due to a closed items design. There still is a lack of
understanding how students’ conceptual changes brought about by participating
in the game are related to their changes in political attitudes.

The study presented here addresses this research deficit by using a mixed-
method approach, analysing the effects of simulations of European Parliamentar-
ian decision-making conducted with secondary school classes in Germany on stu-
dents’ political knowledge, motivations and attitudes. This paper focuses on the
following research questions: What kinds of political knowledge do the partici-
pants gain during the simulation game? How is the students’ knowledge gain—
or in other words, their conceptual change—related to changes in their attitudes
towards the EU, specifically their perception of EU responsiveness? In addition to
a standardised written questionnaire with pre- and post-tests (N =308), qualitative
interviews were conducted with selected participants (n=12). The interviewees’
answers can be linked to their written answers in the questionnaire, thus allowing
for exemplary in-depth insights into certain types of participants as detected in
the questionnaire study. The results can help to identify relevant learning effects
participants experience in EU simulation games that are not yet captured appro-
priately by quantitative empirical studies, and thus to stimulate the development
of new measurement tools for assessing the learning outcomes of political simu-
lation games more adequately.

The paper is structured as follows: first, drawing on existing literature, an over-
view of the expected learning outcomes of simulation games and their special
potential for teaching about the European Union is given. Here, the relevance
of promoting citizens’ political knowledge as well as their political motivations
and attitudes, such as their sense of political efficacy and perceived responsive-
ness of the political system, will be given special attention and discussed in more
detail. In the next step, the aim and design of the empirical study are presented,
also introducing the simulation game conducted, the sample composition, and the
measurement tools and methods of data analysis implemented. Finally, the results
of the quantitative and qualitative study are presented and connected to each
other. The article concludes with a summary of its core results and an outline of
recommendations for future research.
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Simulation games as a tool for teaching about the European Union

Simulation games in civic education as well as in teaching politics at University
are an action-, learner-, experience- and process-oriented pedagogical method,
usually simulating a political decision-making procedure with clearly opposed
political interests and a certain time pressure. They reduce reality to a simpli-
fied model, allowing participants to experiment with politics and try out their
political skills—including their abilities to argue and negotiate—in a safe learn-
ing environment. Furthermore, they are expected to disseminate knowledge in an
experience-based and hence sustainable fashion. Finally, it is assumed that due to
the dynamics of the game and the self-direction of the players, simulation games
motivate learners to engage with the subject matter, awakening or deepening
their interest in politics (c.f., Clark et al. 2017; Donche et al. 2018; Fink 2015;
Jones and Bursens 2015; Knogler and Lewalter 2014; Krain and Lantis 2006;
Raiser et al. 2015; Usherwood 2014). Simulation games thus seem an appropri-
ate method to simultaneously enhance different dimensions of students’ political
competency, such as content knowledge, abilities to make political judgments and
take political action as well as political motivations and attitudes (Detjen et al.
2012).

With regard to teaching about the European Union (EU), particular challenges
require creative pedagogical approaches. The complexity of its multi-level politi-
cal system has been identified as a central problem for teaching about the EU
(Oberle and Forstmann 2015a; Schone and Immerfall 2015). In addition to the
perceived hyper-complexity, the strong dynamics of European integration can
create an obstacle for teaching and learning, since knowledge about the EU tends
to quickly become outdated. Further challenges identified are a perceived dis-
tance between the EU and its citizens as well as insufficient (perceived) impor-
tance to their everyday life, a lack of prior knowledge, a lack of interest in the
EU and prejudices on the part of learners. Given their above-mentioned potential,
simulation games are a promising tool for facing these challenges and for suc-
cessfully promoting students’ EU-related political competencies (c.f. Brunazzo
and Settembri 2012). In the following, the relevance of young citizens’ political
knowledge and their political motivations and attitudes will be depicted in more
detail.

Knowledge is generally considered to be a vital component of competency.
Without content knowledge, subject-specific skills can neither be acquired nor
used (Weinert 1999). Citizens’ political knowledge matters, as does that of ‘citi-
zens-to-be’ in the young generation. This can be argued not only when referring
to theories of democracy and theories of civic education, but also when look-
ing at empirical research into the effects of having political knowledge (c.f., delli
Carpini and Keeter 1996; Oberle 2012). Studies show that having political knowl-
edge is positively related to attitudes relevant for a sound functioning of democ-
racy, such as tolerance, trust and the readiness to change one’s perspective (see
e.g. Popkin and Dimock 2000; Hall 2018). Political knowledge leads to greater
political participation and to people participating in ways that allow them to
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advocate for their own interests and values (e.g. Lau and Redlawsk 2001; Popkin
and Dimock 1999). Furthermore, it enhances competencies regarding the identi-
fication and processing of new information on political issues, which is of utmost
importance in times of thriving alternative facts and fake news (Séngerlaub 2017;
Porter et al. 2018). As to the European Union (EU), Eurobarometer data show a
significant correlation between EU knowledge and voting in European Parliamen-
tary elections (Westle 2015; Westle and Johann 2010), underlining the relevance
of political knowledge for political action in the context of the European Union.
Also recent studies of Hogh and Larsen (2016) as well as Braun and Tausendp-
fund (2019) point out that knowledge about the EU has a crucial impact on voting
in the European elections, as it increases participation in the elections.

Motivations and attitudes are also decisive elements of citizens’ political compe-
tency (Weinert 1999; Detjen et al. 2012). Political motivations include the percep-
tion of political self-efficacy which is a central prerequisite for political participa-
tion (Dalton and Klingemann 2007; Reichert 2016). One can distinguish between
internal and external efficacy (Vetter 1997; Oberle 2018): While internal political
efficacy refers to perceptions of one’s own politics-related skills, external political
efficacy is one’s subjective perception of the system’s responsiveness to citizens’
interests, that is, one’s assessment of whether ‘the political system is open to and
reacts to the influence of its citizens’ (Vetter and Maier 2005: 57). Perceptions of
responsiveness are closely related to trust in the political system (van der Meer and
Zmerli 2017) or diffuse political support (Easton 1965). Of course, adequate percep-
tions of responsiveness depend to a large extent on the actual reactions of a political
system, its institutions and actors, to citizens’ interests. At the same time, it must be
emphasised that without a modicum of citizens’ trust in their political institutions,
representative democracy cannot survive (cf. Fuchs et al. 2002). It is unclear just
how much trust is required to maintain a democratic political system (Schone 2017).
But as Wilhelm Knelangen (2015) has argued before the BREXIT referendum, a
current crisis of trust among EU citizens could pose a serious threat to the existence
of the EU.

Building on earlier studies by Patzelt (1998, 2003) and others, Schone (2017;
2011) assumes that certain misconceptions contribute to a loss of citizens’ trust in
their political institutions, especially party-state institutions like parliament and gov-
ernment. Analysing group discussions, he demonstrates that it is quite common even
for students in teacher training for being civics teachers to be fed up with political
processes (prozessverdrossen). Schone identifies a lack of ‘appreciation for the inter-
play between political dispute and the search for compromise’. In order to increase
understanding of how politics is done, he draws on micro-politics in recommend-
ing that civic education should focus more on political actors’ perspectives as well
as processes of political conflict and consensus. For this, he considers simulation
games and field trips to be promising pedagogical approaches. With regard to teach-
ing about the EU, Usherwood (2014) and Rappengliick (2004) have also pointed
out the particular potential of simulation games for enhancing the understanding of
the complex procedures of political decision-making in the European multi-level
system.
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However, there is a profound lack of systematic empirical research on the effects
of simulation games. Studies have underlined the potential of simulation games
for enhancing learners’ knowledge, skills, motivations and attitudes, but most of
these studies either use purely qualitative approaches or very small-N quantita-
tive approaches (c.f. Gosen and Washbush 2004; Krain and Lantis 2006; Schnurr
et al. 2014; Baranowski and Weir 2015). Recently, systematic intervention studies
with several points of measurement have provided further insights into the effects
of simulation games on learners’ political dispositions (e.g. Lohmann 2019; Oberle
et al. 2018a, b). But these papers didn’t focus on causes of the measured effects,
and the results presented have lacked depth regarding the learning effects due to a
closed items design. Also, these studies did not explain how participants’ concep-
tual changes are related to their changes in political attitudes. The study presented
in this paper wants to address this research deficit by means of a mixed-method
approach, analysing the effects of short simulations of European Parliamentarian
decision-making conducted with secondary school students at German schools on
participants’ political knowledge, motivations and attitudes. The paper puts a special
focus on the results regarding students’ game-induced knowledge gain and how this
is related to changes in their perception of responsiveness of the EU.

Learning effects of EU simulation games: a mixed-method study

The aim of the study is to shed light on the effects of EU simulation games on stu-
dents’ political knowledge, sense of political efficacy and attitudes towards the EU
with a special focus on the kind of knowledge gained during the game and its rela-
tion to the change of students’ EU-related external political efficacy—thus their feel-
ings about the responsiveness of the EU. By using both quantitative and qualitative
empirical methods and linking their results to each other, the study analyses on the
one hand the development in learners’ political dispositions captured both before
and after their participation in the simulation games, and on the other hand students’
subjective assessment of the game and its learning impact.

Thus, the research questions can be specified as follows: (How) does participa-
tion in a short simulation game affect students’ knowledge about the EU, attitudes
towards the EU and EU-related political efficacy? How do the students themselves
rate the simulation games and its effects? Can the game-induced knowledge gain
explain students’ pronounced change in perception of the EU’s responsiveness—
and does the written, closed-item survey capture the kind of knowledge the students
themselves identify as a relevant learning experience during the interviews?

The EU simulation game

As in regular school lessons there is rarely time to spend on extensive interventions,
the EU simulation games chosen for this study are rather short with a duration of
three hours including an introduction of the content (policy area and EU’s political
system), the game structure and, of course, a debriefing session. The game focuses
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on the European Parliament’s decision-making within the co-decision procedure
of the European Union in three different policy areas, either (a) asylum policy, (b)
data protection or (c) CO, regulations in relation to passenger cars. The relevance
of these topics for participants’ lives is assumed to be relatively apparent to today’s
adolescents. Instead of taking on the roles of certain personalities, students in this
simulation take on those of political actors with predefined, differing interests—
thus, they each play a member of a certain Parliamentarian committee allied to a
political faction represented in parliament and of a particular nationality. Each sim-
ulation game has different phases such as parliamentary meetings, negotiations in
specialist committees and a plenary session with a final vote. The company plan-
politik (www.planpolitik.de) developed and conducted the simulation games at the
participating schools.

Design of the study

The empirical study accompanying the simulation games follows a mixed-method
approach. In addition to a partially standardised written questionnaire with pre- and
post-tests (N=308), qualitative interviews with participants in different games were
conducted (n=12). The interviews focus on the learning effects of the simulation
as perceived by participants themselves. The students’ answers are evaluated by
means of a computer-assisted categorical content analysis (software Maxqda). The
interviewees’ oral answers can be linked to their written answers in the question-
naire, thus allowing for exemplary in-depth insights into certain types of partici-
pants detected in the quantitative study by means of a latent class analysis (software
MPlus).

Sample and data collection

For the quantitative intervention study, fifteen EU simulation games conducted in
twelve different schools in the German states of Lower Saxony and North Rhine-
Westphalia were examined. All in all, 308 students (48.8% boys; average age
16.75 years, SD=1.98; 57.8% grammar schools, 30.5% vocational schools, 11.7%
comprehensive schools) participated in one of the simulation games and both the
pre- and post-collection surveys. Care was taken that between the pre- and post-col-
lection there was no other school teaching on the European Union except the simu-
lation game. The pre-survey was conducted either a few days or directly before the
simulation, the post-survey a few days or directly after the simulation game. The
students’ parents were informed and asked for their written consent beforehand.

In addition to the written questionnaire, guided face-to-face interviews were
conducted with twelve participants (seven girls, five boys; average age 15.58 years,
SD=0.67) at three different schools (75% at grammar schools, 25% at vocational
schools). In the selection of interviewees, care was taken that both female and male
students as well as both more active and more passive participants (as observed dur-
ing the game) were questioned. Just as with the written surveys of the post-test, the
interviews took place directly after the simulation game or in the next civics lesson
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and were conducted by trained personnel. All interviews were conducted on a vol-
untary basis. The teachers were not present during the interviews and did not receive
a copy of their students’ answers. All interviews were anonymised; their transcripts
can be linked to the written questionnaires by a code that only the students them-
selves are able to decipher.

Survey instruments of questionnaire study

The questionnaires do contain some semi-open and open questions but mainly con-
sist of closed questions. Objective EU knowledge was measured by means of 24
multiple-choice questions, most frequently with four answer options. Participants’
political motivations and attitudes as well as their assessment of the simulation
game were measured by four-point Likert scaled items, mostly asking for agreement
or disagreement with the given statements (scores have been reversed in a coherent
manner to aid interpretation in the present article: 1, disagree entirely, to 4, agree
entirely). For the assessment of students’ EU-related dispositions and the changes
brought about by participating in the game, the same scales were used in the pre-
and post-surveys. Some scales had been used and validated by earlier studies, while
other items were newly developed for this research.

EU-related political attitudes were gathered in a five-factor construct that con-
sists of general attitudes on the EU, on the significance of European elections, on
the EU’s performance (focusing on democratic legitimacy), on perceptions of the
EU’s responsiveness and on perceptions of the EU’s relevance to everyday life. A
two-factor model was constructed estimating EU-related internal political efficacy
containing the two dimensions: (a) subjective knowledge and (b) discourse-related
self-efficacy. (Items drawn from Deutsche Shell 2010; Gille et al. 2006; Kerr et al.
2010; Oberle and Forstmann 2015b; Vetter 2013; Westle 2006.)

Objective knowledge about the European Union is captured by twenty-four multi-
ple-choice items (developed building on Oberle 2012; Oberle and Forstmann 2015b)
with one correct answer and mainly three distractors to decrease the guessing prob-
ability. The items focus on general EU knowledge (e.g. the EU’s goals, its number of
member states, its dynamics), as well as EU institutions and law-making processes
(especially the co-decision procedure as ordinary legislative procedure), especially
the role of the European Parliament. Although the items do consider the European
Parliament, e.g. the European elections, and the basic roles of the institutions in the
EU legislative procedures, they do not comprise the inner institutional processes
in detail, such as work in committees, the role of political factions or the actions
of single parliamentarians. A one-dimensional Rasch model was applied in Con-
Quest showing a good model fit to the data (WLE/EAP =0.73/0.74, variance =0.66,
discrimination=0.20-0.48).

In addition, the pre-survey collected socio-demographic background variables
like age, gender, cultural capital (proxy indicator number of books at home, sin-
gle item with six-point Likert scale, see Kerr et al. 2010) and the type of school.
The post-test included 21 items giving students the opportunity to rate the simu-
lation game and its effects. Here, a three-factor model was constructed with the
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dimensions (a) general satisfaction with the simulation game, (b) experienced learn-
ing effect and (c) perceived increase in interest in EU, in politics in general and in
motivation to engage oneself politically. This model provides a good data fit and was
newly developed in this study. For calculating measurement models and advanced
analyses like latent regressions, structural equation models and latent class analyses,
the software Mplus 7.4 was used. Here, Likert scale items were treated as categori-
cal variables and the hierarchical structure of the data was taken into account. (For
measurement models of the latent constructs as well as sample items, see Table 1.)

Content analysis and coding system of interview study

The interviews were fully transcribed and then coded according to the qualitative
content analysis after Mayring (2010). The analysis focuses on the kind of learn-
ing the interviewees report having experienced during the simulation game. Their
responses regarding the knowledge gain were assigned to the four categories polity-,
politics- and policy-knowledge as well as other knowledge. Apart from the knowl-
edge gain, different “insights” or “realisations” regarding the political domain were
detected and assigned to four different categories, coded as importance of compro-
mises, duration of the political process, concretisation of the political as well as
relevance of politics for one’s everyday life. A coding scheme with examples for
each category is displayed in Table 2. Finally, the interviewees were classified into
three groups according to the change of their perception of EU responsiveness
between the pre- and post-survey in the questionnaire study, with a first group show-
ing an increase, a second group undergoing no change and a third group showing a
decrease in perceived EU responsiveness.

Results of the study

In the following, the results of both the quantitative and qualitative parts of the
empirical study are reported and linked to each other. First, the questionnaire study’s
results will be described, with a special focus on changes in students’ EU knowl-
edge and perceived EU responsiveness before and after participating in the simula-
tion game. Second, the results of the qualitative content analysis of interviews with
participants will be reported, also taking into account the questionnaire data of the
interviewees.

Overall, 94.8% of the 308 consulted participants were satisfied and 35.3% of
them were even very satisfied with the EU simulation game. Other indicators of the
students’ positive assessment of the game are that 90.6% of them would recommend
it to others and 77.1% would play it again. Participants rated their simulation game
experience as interesting, informative, varied and exciting and did not find it too
easy, too difficult or too long (for further details of the students’ evaluation of the
simulation game itself, see Oberle et al. 2018a). Also, the mean values of latently
measured in Table 3 underline that the students rated the simulation game posi-
tively (M=3.08; SD=0.31) and generally considered it to have rather large learning
effects (M =3.09; SD=0.47). When it comes to the questions of whether the game
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Table2 Students’ reported learning effects—subcodes and anchor examples

Codes Examples
Knowledge
Polity “So, for example, that they are seated in parliament according to their goals

and not according to their nations.” (SR11)
“I believe that I never thought that so many Germans sit in the EU. So it
depends on the number of inhabitants, right?” (GP11)

Politics “So, I think the most important thing is, for example, how a law is made, so
how it comes into effect. That’s what I learned. That and how people discuss
it...” (MM11)

“Oh yes, there are also these, from the different groups these executives so to
speak, which cover these different areas and then there is one, who always
writes everything down, and also one, who, so to speak, leads everything,
and yes these different subject areas.” (MM09)

Policy “Also, for example, with regard to asylum policy, I learned different reasons
why asylum seekers flee to other countries and when they are allowed to do
that.” (LP02)

Other “Well, yes, perhaps now [I know] who Martin Schulz is.” (SR26)
Insights
Compromise “Everybody had a different opinion on his paper because we were different

people, and then well ... At the beginning it was a bit difficult to arrive at
an answer, and then I have learned that one has to change one’s perspective
sometimes or that one has to be open for compromises.” (AI45)

Duration “What surprises me personally is that it can take so long to pass a law—that it
can take years.” (SW22)

Everyday life relevance  “T also wouldn’t have thought that they discuss so much that also affects my
life ...” (GP11)

Participation “So, previously I had asked myself, how ... whether the EU has something

to do with the citizens at all, because I always felt that they just make
decisions, and yes, that citizens do not have a say in this. But through these
elections, where citizens can also influence the party seats, it became clear
to me that there is a small part indeed that we can codetermine, and finding
that out was quite important for me, because before I had thought that we
haven’t got much to say in the EU.” (SR11)

Concretisation of politics “Well, I learned how politics is made. When one ... One always hears ...
Normally one just reads the newspaper and can’t make a picture of it. I had
... I was there. So I was sitting in the classroom and I got a picture, so there
was always a picture in my mind; I wondered how it works with the parlia-
mentarians in Strasbourg. Whether that would be the same, and that I found
quite thrilling ... and in any case I had fun and I learned something about
politics. Yes, I just learned how it works.” (MM11)

had increased their interest in politics and the EU and whether it had motivated them
to further engage with the topic of EU and to participate in politics (third dimension
of game evaluation), there was a medium level of agreement (M =2.49) which var-
ied more strongly across interviewees (SD=0.66).

The mean value comparison displayed in Table 3 indicates the change in political
dispositions of the students before and after participating in the game. Except for the
general attitudes towards the EU, which were already fairly positive before the game
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Table 3 Comparison of pre- and

Constructs measured Pre-test Post-test Cohen’s d

post-test constructs: means (M),

standard deviations (SD), effect M SD M SD

size of changes (Cohen’s d)

(N=308) Attitudes towards EU
In general 325 .53 331 .50 .12
Responsiveness 237 53 258 47 42
Performance 278 .55 290 46 24
Relevance EP-elections 245 76 2.63 .74 24
Relevance for everyday life 282 55 296 .53 .26
Internal efficacy (EU)
Discourse-related efficacy 233 72 251 .64 26
Subjective knowledge 275 54 3.02 41 .56

Objective EU knowledge 14.33 440 16.01 3.50 .42

Assessment of simulation

In general 3.08 .31
Subjective learning effects 3.09 47
Motivation to further engage 249 .66

(M=3.25; SD=0.53), all latent constructs display a significant change towards
more positive values between pre- and post-test. Two features are especially note-
worthy: first, the short simulation game has a rather strong effect on both subjective
and objective EU knowledge. Second, there is a conspicuous effect of participation
in the short simulation game on the assessment of the EU’s responsiveness to its
citizens.

Given that the students did not meet any real political actors during the interven-
tion, but only simulated a process of European politics, the relatively strong change
in perceived EU responsiveness comes as rather unexpected. The games did not
intend to produce an illusion of reality or an uncritical EU euphoria, so this pro-
nounced effect on the assessment of the representative multi-level system of the EU
also raises crucial questions. Therefore, the change of responsiveness perception
within the sample was analysed in further detail in order to find out which partici-
pants underwent changes and whether there are clues to explain this development.

In order to ascertain how the views of pupils with different perceptions of EU
responsiveness develop between the pre- and the post-test, “responsiveness types”
were generated. Based on the pre-test data of the intervention group, latent class
analyses were conducted in Mplus 7.4 which suggest a two-class solution (low-
est BIC, entropy =0.84, allocation probability between 0.95 und 0.97; see Fig. 1).
The two types differ in terms of their level of perceived EU responsiveness. While
students belonging to type 1 (n=151) perceive the EU as rather unresponsive
(M=1.96; SD=0.36), those belonging to type 2 (n=150) tend towards a rather pos-
itive estimation (M =2.77; SD=0.52). As to the composition of the two groups (see
Table 4), type 1, with a negative perception of responsiveness, contains a higher
number of vocational school students and has less cultural capital than the group
with a more positive perception of responsiveness.
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thinking.“ (recoded)
amount of responsiveness classes
2 3 4
AIC 1694.601 1680.005 1680.479
BIC 1765.036 1787.511 1825.057
aBIC 1704.779 1695.540 1701.371
entropy .84 .70 77
allocation probability .95-97 .85-.90 .85-.94

Fig. 1 Latent class analysis: responsiveness types (pre-test data, N=2308)

Table 4 Responsiveness Types: description/ composition (N=2308)

Responsiveness types Cohen’s d®
Type 1 (n=151) Type 2 (n=150)
Low RES High RES
Gender female® 52.0% 48.0%
Gender male® 47.9% 52.1%
Grammar school? 48.9% 51.1%
Comprehensive school® 36.4% 63.6%
Vocational school® 57.4% 42.6%
Age 16.90 (2.29) 16.66 (1.63) -.12
Cultural capital 4.63 (1.27) 491 (1.17) 23

#All percentages in one line sum up to 100%

bClassification according to Cohen’s d: d>.20=weak effect; d>.50=medium effect; d>.80=strong

effect

The change in perception of responsiveness brought about by participating in the
simulation game is very different for the two responsiveness types (see Table 5).
The change is extraordinarily strong for type 1 (Cohen’s d=1.34), tending towards
a medium value. By contrast, type 2 even displays a slight decline in perception
of EU responsiveness. Thus, the simulation game did not contribute to an increase
in a prior positive assessment of responsiveness or indeed to the students having
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Table 5 Comparison of pre- and post-test values for responsiveness types (N=308)

EU-dispositions Responsiveness types Cohen’s d

Type 1 (n=151) Type2 (n=150) Typel Type2 Type Il ver-

Low RES High RES sus Type 2
Responsiveness PRETEST 1.96 (.36) 2.77 (.52) 1.34 —.28 1.81
Responsiveness POSTTEST 2.52 (47) 2.63 (.48) 23
Objective knowledge PRESTEST  14.17 (4.33) 14.54 (4.55) 44 .38 .08
Objective knowledge POSTTEST  15.90 (3.50) 16.10 (3.51) .06
Internal efficacy PRETEST 2.30 (.76) 2.35 (.69) 29 24 .07
Internal efficacy POSTTEST 2.50 (.64) 2.51(.62) .02
Subjective knowledge PRETEST ~ 2.69 (.53) 2.80 (.55) .63 43 .20
Subjective knowledge POSTTEST 3.00 (.45) 3.01 (41) .02

euphoric feelings about the EU’s responsiveness, but mainly led to a less negative
attitude in those students with a prior sceptical view.

Both groups show a significant gain in objective EU knowledge (see Table 5).
What is striking is that although the two groups obviously differ strongly in their
perception of EU responsiveness, there was no significant difference in their levels
of objective EU knowledge, neither before nor after the game. The same holds true
for discourse-related internal efficacy. However, some difference in subjectively per-
ceived EU knowledge can be seen before the game (Cohen’s d=0.20), which after
the game is levelled out by a stronger increase in subjective EU knowledge in the
first group with the more sceptical view of EU responsiveness before the game.

The likely conclusion that the change in perceived responsiveness was not
brought about by the change in objective EU knowledge, as measured by means of
the 24 multiple choice item battery used in the questionnaire, is underlined by the
structural equation model displayed in Fig. 2. Here, a latent growth model was cal-
culated for the change in perceived EU responsiveness between pre- and post-test,
using this growth variable as a dependent variable and students’ assessment of the
game as well as their knowledge growth as independent variables, while control-
ling for the effects of socio-demographic background variables. The model shows
that the change in students’ EU knowledge has no effect at all on the change in their
perceived responsiveness, whereas students’ assessment of the learning effect expe-
rienced through the game strongly predicts the change in perceived EU responsive-
ness (r=0.82*%%). Thus, what the participants believe themselves to have learned
during the game obviously is relevant for their evaluation of the EU’s responsive-
ness, mostly resulting in a more positive evaluation. At the same time, the growth in
objective EU knowledge is only weakly correlated with students’ subjectively per-
ceived learning effect (r=0.18%*%*),

Looking only at the results of the quantitative study, it thus remains unclear what
kind of knowledge students gain when participating in a simulation game apart from
the declarative political knowledge as measured in the questionnaire. There seem to
be learning effects of high relevance from the students’ perspective that also have
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Fig.2 Structural equation model: latent change in responsiveness, knowledge gain, perceived learning
effect and background variables

repercussions on their perception of the responsiveness of the EU political system.
In order to find out more about these learning effects, we can turn to the qualita-
tive interviews that were conducted with participants in addition to the questionnaire
study.

Overall, twelve students of three schools took part in the guided interviews and
were asked about the kind of learning effects they had experienced during the sim-
ulation game. All of them also took part in the questionnaire study. By means of
a qualitative content analysis of the interviews, different aspects of knowledge as
well as different aspects of “insights” and “realisations” were categorised following
a coding approach that is both deductive and inductive (see Table 2). The analysis
reveals that students’ subjective knowledge gain mainly refers to the process dimen-
sion of EU politics (and politics in general), but also the polity of the EU. It is inter-
esting that policy-knowledge is hardly ever mentioned, even though the simulations
focused on certain policy areas like asylum policy or data protection. Apart from
knowledge, participants report having gained “insights” or “realisations” about the
EU and the political in general. Here, they underline the relevance of compromises
for political decision-making, also stressing that these compromises sometimes need
to go far and are often difficult to reach, and point out the duration of political deci-
sion-making in the EU, citing these as new realisations gained through the simula-
tion game.

On the basis of the questionnaire study, the interviewees can be grouped accord-
ing to the change of perception of EU responsiveness brought about by the sim-
ulation game (see Table 6). Four of the students show an increase in perceived
responsiveness, three show a decline, and four display no change at all (one of
the interviewees lacked relevant questionnaire data and was not considered in the
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following analysis). There is no difference in objective knowledge gain when com-
paring the three groups of students.

As one can see in Table 6, students with a “responsiveness gain” through the
simulation game mention more types of realisations about politics than the other
groups. All four students report learning experiences in the sense of a concretisation
of politics. They describe having gained a clearer, more vivid “picture” and deeper,
less superficial understanding of politics. The other interviewees don’t mention such
a concretisation of the political as a relevant learning experience. Students of all
groups, however, attest to having gained an understanding of the necessity as well as
the difficulties of compromises in politics and thus the duration of democratic politi-
cal decision-making. For the latter, the frequency is higher in the “responsiveness
gain” group.

The coding of polity-, politics- or policy-knowledge in the interviewee state-
ments did not lead to a sound explanation of changes in perceived responsiveness.
Politics knowledge gain is mentioned by all students of the “responsiveness gain”
and “unchanging responsiveness” groups. However, when it comes to the realisa-
tions about the political, the study suggests a connection between reporting such
“insights” as one’s learning experience and a more positive evaluation of the EU’s
responsiveness. Furthermore, especially in the “responsiveness gain” group, the
reported politics knowledge gain was often directly connected to insights such as
the relevance of compromises, the duration of democratic decision-making and the
concretisation of politics in the students’ answers.

Conclusion

Even though the simulation games evaluated in this study were quite short with only
three hours including preparation and debriefing, the intervention study was able
to highlight significant learning effects both on political knowledge and on polit-
ical motivations and attitudes. What is especially striking is the strong change in
perceived responsiveness of the EU that the intervention caused in students with a
prior rather sceptical, negative perception. In our study, this development could not
be explained by the given growth in EU knowledge as measured by a 24 multiple-
choice item battery (Rasch scaling). However, using data from qualitative interviews
accompanying the questionnaire study, the results presented here suggest that the
simulation game provided participants with other fundamental insights into dem-
ocratic politics which may have caused them to evaluate the EU’s responsiveness
more positively. Participating in the game changed students’ understanding of politi-
cal processes (politics dimension) in the EU, both with regard to their declarative
knowledge on EU politics and with regard to something we labelled “insights” or
“realisations”. These insights can neither purely be defined as political knowledge
nor as political attitudes.

Through the simulation games, students understood the relevance of compro-
mises in democratic politics and realised the often unavoidably time-consuming
process of democratic political decision-making when negotiating many differ-
ent, opposing interests and struggling for political compromises. Furthermore, the

¥

https://doi.org/10.1057/s41304-020-00261-2 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1057/s41304-020-00261-2

What do students learn from political simulation games? A... 383

simulation game provided a concretisation of politics, helping students to picture
political processes more vividly and to thereby gain a deeper understanding of the
political. These learning effects seem to have had repercussions on students’ percep-
tion of the EU’s responsiveness to its citizens, which was rated much more moder-
ately after the simulation game experience by students who had been rather sceptical
and critical about the EU’s responsiveness beforehand. Adopting the roles of par-
liamentarians seems to have elevated students’ identification with politicians in the
EU and their perceived concreteness and graphicness of (EU) politics. The increased
understanding of the difficulties and duration of finding solutions to political prob-
lems and reaching political compromises may have caused the students to question
their prior assumptions regarding the incompetence or aloofness of political actors
and the distance of the EU to its citizens. In this way, the insights gained through the
simulation experience helped to reduce a diffuse but profoundly sceptical view on
procedures of political decision-making (Prozessverdrossenheit, Schone) that some
students held prior to participating in the simulation game, improving their negative
evaluation of the through-put legitimacy (Schmidt 2013) of EU politics, resulting in
a more moderate (while still not unrealistically optimistic) view.

Such fundamental realisations regarding democratic politics in the pluralistic
society, which go beyond declarative political knowledge, should be researched
in greater depth by future studies about the effects of simulation games. Depart-
ing from qualitative studies, tools should be developed to systematically measure
process-oriented political knowledge (politics-knowledge), process-oriented politi-
cal attitudes (here, responsiveness is a central, but certainly not the only relevant
feature) and process-oriented “insights™ also in quantitative studies. This could help
to better understand people’s scepticism towards the EU and their alienation from
politics in general and how these can be constructively counteracted by educational
approaches such as simulation games.
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